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The Cult of Kannon,
The Goddess of Mercy,
in Japanese Buddhism

By Aloysius Soden, S.M., M.A.
All agree that to know Far Eastern culture, one must know Buddhism; Japanese Buddhists asselt that to know Buddhism, one must know Kannon. 1 Kannon is regarded
by Japanese Buddhists as the representative savior of the world, the incarnation of
mercy for the past two thousand years. 2 Though crystallized from the depths of Buddhist philosophy, devotion to the Kannon is mostly a popular cult, offering help to
all. Despite the common inclination to regard Kannon as merely a dispenser of material gifts, this deity also represents Wisdom, strength, spiritual activity. Although in
Orthodox Buddhism, Kannon is masculine, Japanese popular devotion has preferred
to consider the deity as female, the Goddess of Mercy.
The word Kannon is a Japanese abbreviation of Kan<eon Bosatsu. Kan<eon
is the Japanese for the Chinese Kuan Shih Yin which represents the Sanskrit Avalokitasvara. Avalokitasvara admits, as does Kan<eon, about seven different interpretations. Daiyo Goto, a spedalist on Kannon devotion, prefers "the voice of the world
that has been heard." 3 A Japanese unabridged dictionary gives: "Hearing the voice
of mankind to make it free from worldly aberrations and capable of the enlightenment of Buddha."4 The variant for Kan<eon, Kanjisa~ renders the Sanskrit Avalo·
kitasvara by way of the Chinese Kuan T<u Tsai. Goto interprets Kanjisai as "the
free existence that has been heard" or "the divine spirit that has been thought of and
believed in the heart. ,,5
Bosatsu is the Japanese for the Sanskrit Bodhisattva. The roots of the latter
term may be analyzed as Bodlzi (wisdom) and satta (compassion or mankind). In
Hinayana or Theravada Buddhism, followers of the Pali canon usually reckoned as
more original, bodhisattvas were those ardently desiring enlightenment to become
N.B . This article is a portion of a chapter from a monograph just completed, entitled: A CATHOLIC
APPROACH TO JAPANESE BUDDHISM. The monograph aims at an ecumenical approach to Japanese
Buddhism by means of a comparative study of the cult paid Kannon, the popular Goddess of Mercy, and
of the devotion rendered Mary, the Mother of Mercy in Catholic Christianity. The excerpt given here is from
the first draft of the chapter tllat treats the origin, nature and development of the cult to Kannon.
Daiyo Goto, Kam:eon Bosatsu no Kenky u (Tokyo: Sangibo, Botsu Shorin, 1958), p. 300.
2

Ibid., p. l.

3

Ibid, p. 14.

4

Yokai Kanwa Daijilen (Tokyo: Fuzanlbo, 1964 ), p. 1720.

5

Goto, op. W ., p. 15.

Published by eCommons, 1966

1
128

University of Dayton Review, Vol. 3 [1966], No. 3, Art. 4
buddhas but yet undergoing training. The Hinayana emphasis on self-perfection
yielded to the reformed Mahayana ideal of perfection as a social being. For the
Mahayana school, followers of the Sanskrit canon, the bodhisattvas were the buddhasto-be, who, though perfectly enlightened, through pity for the plight of mankind, had
made an heroic, selfless vow not to enter the coveted world of enlightenment while
any creature suffered, till all were saved. 6 This merciful vow is the essence of the
Mahayana bodhisattvas and the reason why they are loved and invoked by humans.
Mahayana commentators justify their interpretation of bodhisattvas by claiming that
the Buddha, Gautama Sakyamuni, had been a bodhisattva himself, and cite many
stories about him in that state from the /akata, accounts of Buddha's earlier lives
(previous to his appearance as the historical Gautama), an immense collection of
tales many of which date from pre-Buddhist times.7 The Enlightened One in his
sojourn on this globe had preached the Law and had practiced eminent mercy; thus
the Mahayana bodhisattvas should be regarded as incarnations of the Law founded
on a merciful heart.
What characterizes AvaLokitasvara (Kannon), according to Buddhist commentators, is above all else, universal, salvatory mercy. They explain that on this
earth of ours, Gautama Sakyamuni (563-483 B.C.) had not admitted a creator or
objective god; but when he died, he himself was worshipped as Deva, the great god,
or even as Devati-deva, the god of gods. 8 In his dislike for the exaggerated pantheism of the Hindu religion of that period, he had denied Brahma, the creator in Hinduism; but posthumously he himself was adored as the brahma or eternal deity,
and was invoked as savior. This evolution was therefore the simple result of the
religiOUS hope inherent in his disCiples and their followers, a hope common also to
9
Gautama 's followers had considered him as the merciful savior of the
mankind.
world when he lived, and after his death they could not reconcile themselves to his
absence. Thus they began to worship him as an objective actuality and to believe in
him as " the self-eXisting being who has been seen " (the meaning of K anjisai). This
religiOUS development, united with the ideas in the/akata, initiated the faith in Avalokitasvara (Kannon ) Bodhisattva, who was considered the adaptive manifestation of
the salvific mercy of Gautama. 1O For Japanese Buddhist scholars, therefore, the
abstract concept of merciful salvation in the person of Gautama Buddha jelled into
the concrete object of a religiOUS cult to merciful salvation in the person of K anzeon
Bodhisattva and thus satisfied the natural longings of the Buddhist multitude.
In the preceding paragraph the objective element in the Kannon cult has been
6

Ibid., p. 19.

7

Ibid, p. 25.

8

H . Kern, trans., Saddhamza-Pundarika or Ih e Lolus of Ih e Tru e Law ( New York: Dover Publications,

1963 ), p. xxv .
9

Goto, op . cil, p. 30.

10 Ib id., p. 31.
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set forth. The subjective element also is strong in this devotion as in all Buddhism
worthy of the name; and for its exposition, Goto will again be used as source.lI
Despite what may appear to the Western mind as inconsistencies, it is for the ecumenical reader to try to grasp the meaning and the thread of thought; dialog confrontation demands especially mutual understanding.
Goto states that the essence of religious faith is not in an objective manifestation, but in the subjective heart - before we believe in a religion, we must believe in
ourselves. Gautama says: "Let yourself be your light; depend on yourself, don't depend on others. Let the Truth be your light; depend on the Truth; don't depend on
others." To believe in one's self is to believe in the spirit inside one, and under the
aegis of that spirit to have confidence in one's acts. This Truth or Law (Sanskrit:
Dharma) is the cause of the universe, the real means of entering the absolute selflessness (J apanese: zettai no muga). Now this Truth or fundamental prindple of the
universe is within us. Anyone of us aroused by this prindple can fully trust in his
own spirit and be motivated to action by this belief. Thus invocation of the name
of the deity is the cooperative action of both the believer and the believed, the one
who hears and the one who is heard. When the devotee further becomes wrapt up
in contemplation, he reaches the state that Hegel calls "absolute freedom" (Sanskrit:
vinuta) and thus becomes a K anjisai (the free existence that has been heard). One's
spirit is his life-giving principle, his partidpation in the Buddha soul, the life of the
universe (Sanskrit: Dharmakaya). The spirit is aroused by the voice of Kannon,
calls on her name, worships her divinity, and can thus become a Kanjisai. Believing in the salvatory vow of Kannon, and calling on her name devoutly, wherever a
person may be, Kannon will manifest herself to him and he will be able to act as a
Kanjisai. In such a way, the father of Mahayana Buddhism, Nagarjuna, after he
died, became a Kannon. As an object of devotion, then, Kannon dwells on this earth
of ours, helping men in their troubles, present in their hearts as the generator of buddhas (J apanese: Nyorai<:o). Men in their turn, who believe in Kannon, who piously
call on her name (Nembutsu), and who devote themselves to profound meditation,
(Sammai), can become Kanzeon Bodhisattvas and do her work in this world.
According to the Mahayana interpretation, then, the Kannon cult should be
traced back to the founder of Buddhism, Gautama himself. All religions reflect the
character and activities of their founders: the Kannon faith also is but an image of
Gautama's personality and works. By the profundity of his introspection and the
perfection of his self-renunciation, he was convinced that he had reached enlightenment, that he had grasped Truth or the Law (Sanskrit: Dharma), and that Truth
supplied the motive power for his personality. He showed supreme self-trust when
he said; "He who sees the Law, sees me; he who sees me, sees the Law.,,12 He considered himself both the Law and the manifestation of the absolute existence, the
11 Ibid., p. 316.
12 Ibid, p. 318.
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principle of the universe. As Truth-revealer (Sanskrit: Tathagata), he had appeared
among men to arouse them to union with him and to lead them on his path. As a
historical personage, he was but an adaptive manifestation of the universal Law or
Truth (Dharmakaya), become incarnate, i.e., become Buddha in the Condescensionbody (Japanese: Wojin) for the salvation of men. 13 This doctrine of the Condescension-body is the foundation of the Kannon Faith and one of the principal tenets
of Tendai Philosophy.14 The followers of all religions venerate their founders. It can
be assumed, therefore, that the disciples of Buddha, grieving the absence of their
beloved master and desiring to worship his memory, had formed the objective cult
to his salvific mercy under the form of Kanzeon or Kannon Bodhisattva, vowed to
universal salvation, "the voice of the world haVing been heard." 15 In molding the
Kannon cult, they were much influenced by the Brahman religion around them, espedally by the cult of the Goddess Devi, the handmaid of Siva, one of the Hindu
trinity. 16 In their original concept, Avalokitasvara, an adaptive manifestation of
Gautama, was masculine, as were all buddhas in the Western Paradise. As time
passed, however, the cult to Avalokitasvara became more popular, and the Hindu
worship of Devi probably exerted more influence on the Buddhist cult. Since Avalokitasvara was a neat combination of mercy and strength, and both qualities are
eminently characteristic of women, especially of Indian women, the Buddhist faithful
among the ordinary people gradually colored their cult for Avalokitasvara with the
feminine tints of Devi. Devi is often pictured with the lotus, her flower, and she is
called " the mother of the world, mother of the gods." 17 Such ideas became affixed
also to Avalokitasvara, espeCially in Tantra Buddhism and in Shingon. 18
Gautama entered perfect rest (Sanskrit: pari-nirvana) in 483 B.C. at Kusinara
in Northeastern India. His religion spread rapidly, espeCially under the tutelage of
King Asoka, 273-232 B.C., of Magadha, who after conversion became a Buddhist
monk. Some call Asoka the "greatest disciple of Buddha. " 19 Goto thinks that the
idea of the Kannon cult had taken root before Asoka, but developed and took distinctive form during his reign. The locale of the shaping of the devotion to Avalokitasvara as objective deity of mercy and salvation is assumed by Goto to have
been in the Punjab and along the lower Indus River, because from its origin the cult
seems to have been influenced by foreign elements and the aforesaid locales were the
foci of Western contacts. Goto even hints that the first part, Avalo, of the name Avalo13 Masaharu Anesaki, History of Japan ese Religions ( Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1963), pp. 117, 118.
14 Goto, op. cii., p. 319.

15 Ibid., p. 319.
16 Ibid, p. 338.

17 Alice Getty, Th e Gods ofNorthem Buddhism ( Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1963 ), p. 91.
18 Goto, op . cii., .p. 339.
19 Arthur lloyd, Th e Creed of HalfJapan ( London: Smith, Elder, 1911 ), p. 25.
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Anyhow, the
cult to the deity of mercy moved up to Gandhara which became the main center of
\Vestern influence about the time of King Kaniska, the Scythian conqueror who
reigned in Northwestern India about 100 A.D. Taranatha, the Tibetan historian,
claims that already in Kaniska 's time, good and wise men were worshipping the
21
Kannon.
About that time, a decided step forward in the evolution of the Kannon cult was
the making of images to aid piety. The first images of the deity of mercy are assumed
to have been made about the first century of the Christian era in the Gandhara region. Gandhara then was the focal point of Western influence on Buddhist art; and
the early Kannon images show an unmistakable Grecian touch; but there is no evidence of influence from Christian Marian art. 22
The Kannon cult spread from India into China, thence to Korea, and finally
to Japan. Traditionally Buddhism was introduced into China in 64 A.D. Factually
by the next century, that religion had become entrenched in the North Viet Nam area
along the southern tip of the Chinese empire and converts were being made in various parts of China. 23 At what exact period the Kannon cult was introduced into
China is not known, but some claim it was during the Han Dynasty towards the end
of the first century A.D . 24 The first mention of K uan Shih Yin (the Chinese for
Kan<eon) was made by Kumarajiva in his translation of the Saddharma Pundarika
surra at the beginning of the fifth century A.D. 25 Later at the middle of the eighth
century the first mention is recorded of K uan Tzu Tsai (the Chinese for K anjisai).
The deity of mercy seemed to have appealed to the Chinese as feminine rather than
masculine; and soon a cult to the " Goddess of Mercy, " believed to be the female
manifestation of Avalokitasvam, evolved and became very popular. This Goddess
of Mercy later assumed also the guise of " the Giver of Sons " (Chinese: Sung T<u),
and with this double attraction, she, abbreviated to K uan Yin (J apanese: K ann on ),
has become one of the most popular Buddhist cults in China and later in Japan. 26
Buddhism was traditionally introduced into Japan about the year 552, but
most probably it entered some decades before that date. Towards the end of the
sixth century the Chinese cult to Avalokitasvara or Kuan Yin also entered Japan.
Tradition has it that the King of Kudara, a principality in the present Korea, sent

20 Goto, op . cit., p. 333.
21 Ibid., p. 337.
22 Ib id., p. 343.
23 E. O. Reischauer and J. K. Fairbanks, East Asia the Great Tradiiion (Tokyo: Modern Asia Editions,
Charles E. Tuttle, 1962 ), p. 146.
24 Getty,

op.

cii., p. 78.

25 Kanoko Okamoto, KalInon Kyo wo Kataru (Tokyo: Daiho Rinkaku, 1963 ), p. 37.
26 Getty, op. cit., p. 96.
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an embassy to the court of the Empress Suiko, 593-628, to pay her homage and
to present her with a gold-copper statue of Avalokitasvara. 27
It appears that the famous Prince Shotoku, then regent to the Empress, accepted
the gift and ordered a sanctuary built for it. The Prince also developed a great devotion to the Kannon and erected statues and shrines to her. So great was his fervor
for Buddhism that he is called "the Constantine of Japan" because he exerted his
utmost in the spread of that religion and even proclaimed it the national cult in
28
The Prince besides being a great statesman was also a pious and meditative
604.
character. He tried to imitate Buddha and to carry out the latter's precepts in his
life as ruler. In order to instruct the people in the" path of Truth," he himself gave
lectures on three of his favorite scriptures, the first of which was the Myoho Renge
Kyo, the Lotus of the True Law . Chapter XXV of the Lotus Scripture is called the
Kannon Sutra, one of the best known expositions of the Kannon devotion in Buddhism. Shotoku had an octagonal shrine called the Yume-Dono (the Vision Chapel)
erected on the grounds of the Horyuji near Nara. In this shrine was placed a statue
of Kannon before which he used to pray and meditate. What some claim to be the
original image is still preserved as a masterpiece of Buddhist art, the Kuse Kannon,
famous for its dream-like features. Japanese history numbers Shotoku among its
greatest men; and Japanese Buddhism gives him a like place. So great was the respect and admiration of his contemporaries and later Buddhists for this genius that
they considered him an incarnation of Kannon. 29
A&er Shotoku's patronage, the next historical event in the progress of the Kannon cult in Japan was the return of the Buddhist priest, Dosho, from China in the
middle of the 7th century, with many Buddhist images. Dosho had studied under
Hsuan Tsang, an ardent devotee of Avalokitasvara; and among the specimens of
Buddhist art that he brought back were probably images of the goddess in both
masculine and feminine forms. 3o
In 804, Saicho, a Japanese Buddhist priest of outstanding scholarship and
ability, was sent to China by the Japanese government to find "truth." The next
year he returned, bringing with him the scripture and treatises of the Tendai School
of Chinese Buddhism. 31 The Tendai Philosophy and Religion had a tremendous
influence on Japanese Buddhism and formed the basic philosophy for the Kannon
cult.
Contemporaneous with Saicho was the renowned Buddhist priest and scholar,
Kukai, known posthumously as Kobo Daishi, the inventor of the hiragana syllabary,
a Japanese approximation of the English alphabet. Kukai studied the doctrine of the
27 Ibid., p. 90.
28 William K. Bunce, ed., Religions in Japan (Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle, 1955), p. 4.
29 Anesaki, op. ciL., p.65.
30 Getty, op. cit., p. 91 .
31 Anesaki, op. cit, p. 112.
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in 806, he founded the Shingon Sect and proceeded to pop u I ariz e the deities of
Mahayana Buddhism by a technique he had learned in China. He claimed that he
was inspired to teach that the local Shinto deities were avatars or incarnations of
the Buddhist divinities, and that therefore it was perfectly right for devout Shintoists
to accept the Buddhist gods. This gave rise to the syncretism known as Double
Aspect Shinto (Ryo bu), an extension of the Buddhist communion to Shinto deities
and at the same time an adaptation of the Buddhist religion to the native cult of
33
Japan.
The Shinto god enshrined at the great shrine of Ise, the Mecca of J apanese Shintoists, was popularly believed to be an incarnation of AvaLokuasvara. 34
This marriage of the two great religions of Japan lasted till 1868 when the proShinto reformers of the Meiji Era disestablished Buddhism. Kukai brought from
China Buddhist images among which were Kannon statues, and probably introduced
the tllOusand-armed Kannon . 35 G. l\Iita claims that Kukai also brought back a
copy of the Gospel of St. Matthew copied in his own hand in Chinese and hints that
Mary, the Mother of Jesus, may have been known in Japan from tllat time. 36
An interesting form of the Kannon cult seems to have taken root in Japanese
Buddhism about this period - devotion to the Koyasu Kannon, the "Goddess of
Easy Deliverance," with a child in her arms . This was eVidently an adaptation of
the Chinese deity, Sung Tzu, Giver of Children, who in turn probably originated
&om the Hindu goddess, Hariti. According to a legend, the Empress Komyo, 710760, being with child, prayed to the Shinto goddess, Amaterasu, for an easy deliverance. In a dream she is supposed to have seen the Buddhist AvaLokitasvara
and the next morning she found a small inlage of that deity lying beside her. She
kept it until after her safe deliverance, and then had it placed inside a statue of the
thousand-armed AvaLokitasvara which she enshrined in the " Temple of the Easy
Deliverance" ( Teisanji) in Kyoto. This temple is dedicated to the Koyasu Kannon
and is still a flourishing shrine of popular devotion. The cult to the Kannon of Easy
Deliverance spread throughout Japan especially due to the efforts of the travelling
priests (m kubu) who carried portable altars on their backs in which were enshrined
small statues of the Koyasu Kannon, feminine in form, with a child in her arms. 37
Japanese popular devotion has preferred the feminine form of Kannon and considers
her a goddess.
The Heian Period of Japanese history, 800-1185 , witnessed the spread of Buddhism among both the upper and the lower classes, but the majority of the latter

32 Getty, op. cit., p. 9l.
33 Anesaki, op. cu., p. 137.
34 Kenneth Morgan, ed., The Path of the Buddha (New York: Ronald Press, 1956 ), p. 324.
35 Getty,

0/) .

cu., p. 9l.

36 A. Soden, Seibo Maria to Nippon (Tokyo: Chuo Shuppan Sha, 1954 ), p. 95.
37 Getty, op. CU, p. 96-100.
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remained more Shinto than Buddhist. The worship of the Kannon flourished; and
shrines were erected and pilgrimages were piously made. Among the places of pilgrimages were the thirty-three shrines of the Kinki area (central Honshu) which
attracted devotees of the Kannon. 38 Towards the end of the period there was a
retrogression in religious practices due mainly to corruption in the wealthy and even
militarily powerful Buddhist monasteries.
The so-called " Great Spiritual Awakening," a reformation of Japanese Buddhism comparable to the Protestant Reformation in Europe, occurred during the
Kamakura Era, 1185-1333. 39 This movement was spearheaded by a group of
energetic reformers, most of whom had been trained in Tendai philosophy at the
Buddhist monastery and college, founded by Saicho, on Mt. Hiei, near Kyoto . The
new breed of reformers included Honen, Shinran, Nichiren, and Dogen. Honen,
founder of the Pure Land Sect (Jodo Shu) and his disciple, Shinran, founder of the
True Pure Land Sect (Shin Jodo Shu, more commonly known as Shinshu), were the
energetic propagandists for Amidaism, or the worship of Amida as the great god of
Buddhism. The famous J odo Trinity consists of Amida in the center, Kannon on
the right representing mercy, and Daiseishi on the left, typifying wisdom. From Jodo
Amidaism come the notions that Kannon was either the handmaid, the son, or a
manifestation of Amida; none of which are correct, according to D. Goto. 40 Although
purportedly converted by a vision of Kannon, Shinran taught that worship should
be paid to Amida directly, and rejected the idea of Kannon and the bodhisattvas as
mediators between men and Amida. In Shinshu temples only statues of Amida are
found, but Kannon is among those invoked at Shinshu funerals. In this rejection of
any mediation between men and salvation except Amida, Shinran resembles much
the founders of many Protestant groups who reject any mediator between men and
God except Jesus Christ. The " fighting priest," Nichiren, was the founder of the sect
that bears his name, the only Japanese religious founder to have his own name affixed to his religious offspring. He took as the one and only scripture for his sect,
the Lotus of the True Law. 41 Dogen was one of the main propagators of Zen Buddhism in Japan. Sakyamuni is Zen's main deity; but the Kannon cult is also emphasized, and at times her statue is found in the place of honor in Zen temples. All
in all, the reformed sects of the " Spiritual Awakening" fostered the Kannon devotion .
In fact Minamoto Yoritomo, the founder of the Kamakura Shogunate and one of
the greatest men of Japanese history, is said to have been a client of Kannon .
From 1333, the downfall of the Kamakura hegemony, the country plunged into
civil strife which lasted with varying degrees for more than two centuries, until the
dissident elements were molded into one nation by the able hands of three geniuses,
38 Goto , op. cit, p. 210.
39 Bunce, op. cit, p. 12.
40 Goto, op. cit., p. 7l.
41 Kern, op . cit., p. 406.
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Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa leyasu . The same internecine
strife that characterized political life was reflected in the Buddhist religion. Using their
soldier-monks and their other followers, the various sects held pitched battles even on
the hallowed streets of Miyako, the capital, burned down each other 's monasteries,
and engaged in mutual slaughter. It took the strong arm of leyasu, a sincere patron
of Kannon, to put final order into the political and religious chaos with the fall of
the Castle of Osaka in 1615.
In the meanwhile an event occurred which brought Buddhism and the Kannon
cult into direct relation with Christianity and Marian devotion: the introduction of
Christianity into Japan by St. Francis Xavier in 1549. Due to the fiery zeal of the
Christian missionaries, their edifying lives and the sublimity of their doctrines, as
opposed to the lethargic degeneracy of the Buddhist clergy of that period, and due
also to economic and political reasons, the Christian Faith spread rapidly and by
1600, numbered about 300,000 faithful. 42 Most of those converted had been Buddhists who had practiced devotion to Amida and to Kannon. St. Francis Xavier
himself writes in a letter sent from India to Europe in 1552 how the early converts
who had been accustomed to use their Buddhist beads to count their invocations to
their deities, then used those same beads to pray the rosary of the Blessed Virgin.43
It was then easy for the first converts who had been devotees of Kannon to become
devoted to Mary. It might be mentioned here that the Buddhist use of beads antedates
the Christian use; and both have independent sources.
It was especially during the long and bloody persecutions (1615-1873) under
the Tokugawa shoguns and under the early Meiji oligarchy that devotion to M ary
and the cult of the Kannon were brought into direct contact in what is known as the
Maria - Kannon devotion . 44 This was the n arne given to the use of statues and
images of Kannon used in the place of images of Mary to deceive the ever-prying
persecutors. All over Japan wherever Christians were in hiding, they made use of
such Kannon statues, and in preference used the type of image, e.g., the Koyasu
Kannon, that had a child with her to be reminded of Jesus with Mary. In every
Japanese home there was a family altar or alcove (butsudan) used for Buddhist
services and for ancestor worship. It was there that the crypto-Christians placed the
statues of Maria-Kannon a nd worshipped Jesus and Mary. Specimens of such MariaKannon, some of which are quite rough, are still extant; others, as those in the Ueno
Art Museum , Tokyo, are art treasures. There was one type of Kannon statue imported from China which was a favorite with the persecuted Christians, called the
Merciful Mother in White (Hakuji no Jib 0). 45 In this image, Kannon is caressing
a child with either hand, and on her breast is the Buddhist cross, used by the Chris42 Joseph Spae, CatholiCism in Japan ( Tokyo: ISR Press, 1963 ), p. 4.
43 Soden, op. cit, p. 34, 35.
44 Ib id., p. 94.
45 Ibid., p. 94.
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tians to represent the cross of Christ. The white color of the image is said to have
reminded them of the glory and happiness to come, and of purity. When we consider
that the Tokugawa persecutions were among the longest and cruelest of all on record
in Church history, then we can appreciate how useful was this Maria-Kanrton devotion for those poor fugitives from the eyes of the law. It must be clearly understood that the Mar i a - K ann 0 n devotion, as practiced by most of the persecuted
Christians, was not a syncretism of the Buddhist and the Christian faiths, but merely
a subterfuge to escape the ever-prying eye of the police.
An end to the direct persecutions came in 1873, and in 1889 the Meiji Constitution
gave a written guarantee of religious freedom. Before that, in 1863, occurred the
electrifying discovery of the descendants of the early Christians at the Catholic Church
at Oura, Nagasaki. 46 Within a few months above 10,000 of these were discovered
in and around Nagasaki; they had kept the Faith practically intact through 250
years without priests or sacraments, except Baptism. Several thousand of these cryptoChristians, however, refused to acknowledge the missionaries of that time as legitimate successors of the padres of their ancestors, and were called "Hanare" or
47
separated brethren.
The descendants of these " Hanare" have persisted in their
refusal to unite themselves with the present Catholic Church in Japan. They continue
to practice their religion a great deal in secret because of a haunting persecution
complex and they still worship Maria-Kannon. This practice for them, however, has
now degenerated into a confused mixture of Christianity and Buddhism, a syncretized
devotion to Mary and to Kannon .
To return to our chronological order, it can be stated that the Tokugawa era
of Japanese history was one of political peace and of SOCiological stratification. Buddhism was the only religion recognized by the state, and the J odo sects were espeCially
favored by the authorities. 48 As a great devotion of the J odo devotees, the Kannon
cult flourished, and it was customary for every devout believer to make a pilgrimage
to the thirty-three shrines of Kannon at least once in a lifetime. 49 Due to excessive
government control and interference, however, Buddhist spiritual activity declined
espedally toward the end of the era.
During the Meiji Era (1868-1912), the Shinto religion was favored ; Buddhism
lost the support of the government and diminished in popularity among the people. 50
The Taisho Period (1912-1926), was not one of religiOUS fervor, and Buddhism and
its the Kannon cult, along with Christianity, remained static. The first part of the
reign of the present Emperor Hirohito (1926-1945), was marked by the rise of ultra46 Ib id, p. 119, 120.
47 Spae, op. cii., p. 10.
48 Bunce, op. cil , p.23 .
49 Coto, op . cii., p.227.
50 Bunce, op. cit, p. 28.
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nationalism and militarism culminating in Pearl Harbor and World War II in the
Pacific. A false unity was forced on Buddhism, Sectarian Shinto and Christia nity;
and all religions were pressurized to become mere handmaids of the totalitarian
state. 51 The followers of all sects were emotionally aroused; and most prayers and
devotions at K ann 0 n shrines were pointed towards the preservation of life and
towards victory for the nation.
The end of the war and of the Japanese military regime, August 14, 1945,
and its aftermath, marked a period of religiOUS freedom. At the very outset, the religion of the victors, Christianity, flourished; and the faiths of the vanquished, Shinto
and Buddhism with the Kannon cult, waned. In fact, so disillusioned were many by
their unexpected defeat that the popular saying of those days went: "Kami mo hotoke
mo aru mono kai?" (" Can there be such things as Shinto gods and Buddhist deities?" ). With the phenomenal economical recovery of Japan and her re-emergence
as a world power, the natural religiOUS tendencies of many Japanese reasserted themselves; and Buddhism made a surprising recovery, especially since about 1952. The
so-called " new religions, "52 some of Shinto parentage, some of Buddhist tendencies,
most of s y ncr e tic b r e e d, have sprouted to the extent that they now claim over
15,000,000 membership. Outstanding among these is the Soka Gakkai, the Value
Creation SOCiety, purportedly a lay organization connected with the Nichiren Shoshu ,
a sect of Japanese Buddhism. The Soka Gakkai, a true Nichiren offspring in its
aggressive proselytyzing, now boasts about 15,000,000 members of 5,500,000 households among whom are twenty councillors in the Upper House of the Japanese N ational Diet! 53 This Nichiren sect does not appear to emphasize the Kannon cult
among their practices. Another of the new cults, the Church of World Messianity
(Sekai Ky usei Kyo), preaches a special devotion to Kannon. Its followers consider
Kannon " a secret Buddha whose entity has never been revealed to anyone, the highest divine spirit whose special mission assigned by God is to bring His Divine Light
to mankind at the end of the Dark Age. "54 This messianic religion now numbers
about one half million.
What is the standing of the Kannon cult in Japan ? Twenty years since the end
of \\' orld \V ar II, Japan is now materially prosperous; and religiOUS fervor, which
seems to vary inversely with prosperity in that nation, is waning. From appearances,
however, one could state that Kannon is still holding her place, as a popular devotion common to most Buddhists, no matter of what sect. In proof, some examples
of thriving shrines of popular Kannon devotion will be cited. The Asakusa Kannon
Temple in Tokyo , the main temple of the Sho Kannon Sect, the most representative

51 Bunce, op. cit., pp. 41 , 42 .
52 Offner and Van Straelen, op. cit., p.23 .
53 Thomas Molner, "The Religious Situation in East Asia, " Worldview, Vln (J anuary, 1965 ), p. 8.
54 Masakazu FUjieda, " World Messianity," Contemporary Religions in Jap af~ V (September, 1964 ), p. 223.
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of the Kannon cult in Japan, now numbers approximately 20,000,000 visitors per
year! 55 Surely it cannot be maintained that the entire number or even the majority
are real devotees of Kannon; many are sight-seers and tourists. On the other hand,
a good number are worshippers of Kannon. Even many of the sight-seers, by the
very fact they go to visit a place of religious worship of the Goddess of Mercy, reap
some spiritual good. Another example of thriving devotion to the Kannon is the
Ofuna Kannon Shrine, about fifteen miles south of Yokohama. This gigantic statue,
ninety-nine feet high, completed in 1960, overlooks the main railway line connecting
Tokyo with Kyoto and Osaka. Compared to Asakusa, the Ofuna Kannon is not so
accessible, but still it attracts a good number of visitors every day. The purpose of
the construction of this image is to implore the aid of the Goddess of Mercy in preventing the moral degeneration of the nation - a thought characteristic of the social
meaning of the Kannon cult. Of international interest is the eighty-foot Royozen
Kannon in Kyoto, erected to commemorate the two million Japanese war dead from
World War II. Alongside of this colossal image is a Memorial Hall containing a
monument in honor of the forty-eight thousand foreign soldiers who perished on
Japanese-occupied territory during the same conflict. The Ryozen Kannon is also a
place of popular pilgrimage. Significative also is the Kannon of Peace, eighty-nine
feet high, carved out of the solid rock, near Utsunomiya, north of Tokyo. Completed in 1956, this image was dedicated also to the memory of the war dead from
World War II, and attracts many visitors. The foregOing examples are given to
show that devotion to the Kannon, despite the present materialistic tendencies of the
masses, is still popular in Japan. The examples also bring out the social aspects of
the Kannon cult: public welfare, peace, piOUS remembrance of departed ones.
In summation of the history and development of the Kannon cult, it is assumed
that this devotion to the incarnation of mercy or the Buddhist representative savior
of the world, Avalokitasvara in Sanskrit, Kuan Yin in Chinese, Kannon in Japanese,
had the seed of its origins in the desire of Gautama's disciples to honor his memory,
especially as all-merciful savior. The devotion took distinctive shape in the Punjab
and along the lower Indus River perhaps three centuries after Buddha 's death in 463
B.C. It drew heavily from foreign religions, and from the native Hindu worship of
the Goddess Devi; but not from Christianity or Marian devotion. Adopted by both
the Hinayana or Theravada and by the Mahayana branches of Buddhism, devotion
to Avalokitasvara was doctrinized by the compilation of the Fumonbon or sutras
explaining the cult, most of which date about 500 A.D. From about the first century
of the Christian era, images of Avalokitasvara were produced, influenced much by
Grecian art but not by Marian art which was probably almost unknown at that
time. ApproXimately towards the end of the first century after Christ, the cult of
Avalokitasvara was introduced into China as Kuan Yin, and became very popular,
55 ShinjO Kamimura, " Buddhist Worship for the Masses," Contemporary Religions in Japan, V (June,
1964), p. 169.
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especially in its feminine form, Sung Tzu, the Giver of Children. From China the
Kuan Yin devotion spread to Korea, for many years a dependency of the Celestial
Empire. About 600 A.D., Kuan Yin entered Japan as Kannon. Due to the patronage
of Shotoku Taishi and several renowned priests and scholars and to its great appeal
to the ordinary Japanese people, the Kannon cult has developed into one of the main
devotions as Japanese Buddhism . The Japanese Buddhist cult to Kannon and the
Christian devotion to Mary seem to have begun and developed independently of each
other with only surface contact, as in the Maria-Kannon devotion, a mere matter of
expediency.
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